BARRACKS   SCHOOL

It was true that we were negligent in drill. Our hundred right
hands did not strike the slings of our rifles with a single thud; the
butts of our rifles did not hit the ground at a single instant. The old
sergeants who drilled us suffered, swore at us, but got no results.
Suddenly Sacams' contempt piqued our vanity and we decided that
our parade on the I4th of July should be a masterpiece of military
art. I reminded my friends of a scene in Kipling's Stalky and the
stupefied adjutant saw us practising the manual of arms outside drill
hours under the direction of one of our own number. Presently the
platoon became a crack troop. This resulted in unexpected joys.
Perfection, when it is collective perfection, brings its own reward.
I retain from that review, held in the broiling sun, a memory of the
same sort that certain fine concerts have left in my mind. This little
experience helped me later on to understand the technique of
military dictatorships and their fascination for young men. It
also shows the value of close order drill and the manual of arms for
moulding a troop. From the I4th of July on, in actual battle, we
would have been good soldiers.

At the end of July the platoon was given its examination. This
was conducted in the most formal manner. Colonel Boelle of the
39th presided over the board of examiners; he had with him a Com-
mandant from the "War College, an austere and brilliant Alsatian
named Ringeisen, and our Captain Moulin. We were supposed to
know all about troop movements in open country, formations in
close order drill, how to write orders, draw plans, and expound the
theory of war. I had the good fortune in the general drawing to get
the fine preamble to Service Intfrieur, which I admired as much as
certain passages from Bossuet: 'Since discipline constitutes the
principal strength of armies, it is imperative that every officer shall
exact from his subordinates complete obedience and submission at
every instant...' Commander Ringeisen, who asked me to com-
ment on this passage, could see that I was deeply serious about it.
My company manoeuvres also went smoothly, and I stood first in
the platoon. All was well.

The return to Rouen was less pleasant.  The eight who stood
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